ON THE ROAD

railway from Hanoi, and the oil people were taking their
products from here by truck into Chinese territory and then, in
small boats, downstream to Lungchow and on to Nanning.
For a time the road ran dead straight alongside the railway
across a very fertile plain, over which the blue-green of the
young rice spread like an ocean. Later we came to more
hilly country, with spectacular cliffs and wooded hillsides, but
aftef twenty miles or so we were in the plain again right down
to Hanoi.

The people of Indo-China are smaller than the Chinese and
rounder and browner and much, much lazier. They wear
conical hats and enormous flat hats, and more voluminous and
colourful clothes than the Chinese, and they carry things on
their heads, which the Chinese do not, preferring a sprung
pole over their shoulder. Their faces, on the whole, are more
akin to European faces than Chinese, and some of the girls
had lovely eyes ; most of them had horrible teeth, blackened
with betel nut. They move, undoubtedly, with a languorous
grace, to which, say, a vase on the head and flowing robes
make a contribution : but I felt their greatest artistic asset
was their laziness. The relations between elegance and sloth,
unseemliness and bustle, are factors in the shape of civilisation
not only in the East but elsewhere in the world.

As we went on the towns grew bigger. We passed barracks
of Annamite soldiers, and saw, with a P. C. Wren thrill, mem-
bers of the Foreign Legion taking their ease. In every village
we saw a school, and marvelled at the courage of the early
French teachers who imposed an alphabet on a whole people.
The Annamites from time immemorial used characters of the
Chinese type, but the French have converted their utterances
to sounds expressible in Roman script. I never learned a word
of the language, but the inscriptions on the street signs were
full of " Pnam ", " Phoc " and " Phongh ". Long dreary
suburbs in failing light told us we were approaching Hanoi
and we struck, not for the first time, the problem of asking
the way " once you get there ". It was easy enough along
the road to point enquiringly and say " Hanoi ? " but obviously
once we were in the suburbs the question was received with
either blankness or assent. Only a small area of this great city
is occupied by Europeans ; luckily the Consul had given us
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